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PEDAGOGICAL SEMINARY 
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VOL. XXIII DECEMBER, 1916 No. 4 
SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 
By IVA LOWTHER PETERS, A. M. 
To establish a connection between what uncultured ancient 
men thought and did, and what modern men think and do, 
raises the issue as to how far modern conduct is based on 
modern knowledge, and how far on knowledge and precepts 
available in earlier and ruder stages of development. That 
the difficulty of uprooting old beliefs is so great that they are 
usually incorporated or adapted by advancing culture is well 
attested by history. There is a persistence in human thought 
that is surprising. Many revolutionary movements have taken 
place, but we have never been able to rid ourselves of our 
past. This seems to have been particularly true of woman. 
At the time she tended the hearth fire, she kept the lore and 
tradition of the elder generation. 
The papers given here include the results of four years’ 
study of various mental inhibitions or obsessions prevalent 
among twenty-two groups of girls taught by the author. 
These groups comprised 350 individuals between seventeen 
and twenty-one years of age. Some of the papers include 
(A)  the superstitions prevalent in the girl’s own family, and 
the superstitions of the group she knows best. One study (B) 
was made by a girl from observations of her own class. The 
last group of papers (C) called “ My ,Superstitions,” includes 
only those which the girls said they felt so strongly that their 
conduct was affected by them. The girls who wrote the 
papers come from good American families. The superstitions 
collected are as follows: 
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446 SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 
A. SUPERSTITIONS PREVALENT I  THE GIRL'S OWN FAMILY 
Girl I-" Superstitions I learned from my family.'' 
stairs. 
A new born baby must be carried upstairs before it is carried down- 
A dream about your mother means trouble; about your father, joy; 
about cattle, money. 
When a cat wakes UD and washes its face. the person it looks at  will 
be the first in that house to die. 
a letter. 
before the moon wanes. 
A tick in the wall means, a death in the family. 
If you see a white horse the first thing in the morning you will get 
If you see a crescent moon through a glass you will go on a journey 
T o  sit on the table means a quarrel. 
Water spilled in the house means that some one will come in drunk. 
If you tear your own dress you lose a friend. 
If a hound bays outside your window there will be a death in the 
If a black cat crosses your path, go home. Disappointment awaits you. 
A cross-eyed woman met in the street means bad luck. 
If you sing while eating you will lose your sweetheart. 
If you cut your nails on Saturday you will be a widow. 
My mother covered all the mirrors in the house when my grand- 
family. 
father died. 
Girl -'' Superstitions I learned at home." 
I am superstitious about having my fortune told by a gipsy. 
If you fall upstairs you won't get married this year. 
A mirror broken means seven years' bad luck. 
Dream of death, hear of a wedding. 
Sitting thirteen at table means that one of the persons will die. 
See a pin, pick it up, all the day you'll have good luck. 
Dreams go by opposites. 
If you give a person a pocket-book you should put a penny in it. 
If you give a person anything with a point give him a penny. 
The hooting of an owl is the sign of a death. 
When a bride gets married she should wear something old, some- 
To find a coin head up is good luck. 
A change of name and not of letter is a change for the worse and 
If a child cries at baptism, it is a healthy child. 
Do not count the coaches of a funeral. The number you count is 
Do not pass getween the coaches at  a funeral. 
Do not get out on the left side of the bed. I t  is bad luck. 
Wish on the first star of the evening: 
thing new, something borrowed, and something blue. 
not for the better. 
the number of ears you will live. , 
Star light, star bright, 
Very first star I've seen tonight, 
Wish I may, wish I might, 
Have the wish I wish tonight. 
T o  spill salt a t  table is bad luck. 
When you shiver suddenly some one is walking over your grave. 
Girl 3-" Superstifions I learned from my Mother, my Grandmother, 
and Nurse. 
The following things bring bad luck: 
To open an umbrella in the house. 
To  walk under a ladder. 
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SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 447 
To start anything on Friday. 
To sit on a table. 
To spill salt. 
Funeral processions. 
See a white horse, a red haired person will appear. 
A present of a pointed article breaks friendship. 
Peacock feathers mean misfortune. 
If you rock an empty chair the person to whom it belongs will die. 
Shoes on the table mean bad luck. 
To turn back after starting any where is bad luck. 
To break a looking glass means seven years of bad luck. 
To throw hair out of the window is very, very unlucky. 
To hear pigeons or crows call is bad luck. 
When you shiver, some one is walking over your grave. 
It is good luck to  carry a rabbit’s foot or a four-leaf clover. 
A short fifth finger means unhappiness in love. 
Find a penny head up, good luck; tail up, bad luck. 
Put a garment on wrong side out, leave it on for good luck. 
To get out on the wrong side of the bed is bad luck. 
If a cat washes its face it is a sign of rain. 
To step on an ant is a sign of rain. 
If two persons say something at the same time, make a wish. 
Find two nuts in one shell, make a wish. 
See a load of hay, make a wish. Don’t look at  it again. 
To  count potatoes is bad luck. 
For a black cat to cross your path is bad luck. 
A horse shoe and a wishbone bring good luck. 
If when you look at a clock the hands are vertical o r  horizontal, 
Pick up a pin: it is good luck. 
Pick up a hairpin, gain a friend. Lose a hairpin, lose a friend. 
To drop a pocket-book, glove, or comb-disappointment. 
To start out and come back-disappointment. 
If two people look in a mirror a t  the same time-disappointment or 
a quarrel. 
An old woman I knew (Nanny Noonan) knew long before a person 
was hurt. 
In Ireland the “good people (fairies) take one person away and 
leave another. They may take away a well person and leave an invalid. 
Priests’ houses an!, houses where people died alone are haunted. 
The “ good people 
An itchy nose means a quarrel or money. 
An itchy palm foretells that money is coming your way. 
If you start something on Friday, it is bad luck. 
Number 13 is bad luck. 
Walking under a ladder is bad luck, 
For a black cat to cross your path is bad luck. 
Dreams in general go by contraries. 
If you drop a spoon it means news; two forks or two spoons dropped 
Avoid mentioning the names of persons of whom you dream. 
To spill salt is bad luck. 
If two persons walk on different sides of a post, say “bread and 
The howling of a dog or the hooting of an owl is a sign of a death 
make a wish. 
She was more skillfzl a t  bonesetting than a surgeon. 
can take you away on May Eve. 
Girl 4. (Jewish)-“ Superstitions I know.” 
danger, meet a stranger, kiss a fool.” 
It also means: “ B e  in 
foretell a wedding. 
butter” to avoid ill luck. 
in the family. 
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448 SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 
Never pass between the coaches of a funeral.‘ 
Never count the coaches of a funeral. The number will indicate the 
years you have yet to live. 
A horse shoe is a sign of good luck. If you find one put it over the 
door. I t  will keep out bad luck. 
A four-leaf clover is a sign of good luck, especially if you find it 
yourself. 
All kinds of fortune telling have an element of truth in them. 
Make a wish on the new moon. Be careful to see it over your right 
shoulder. 
When two persons break a wishbone, the person who gets the shorter 
part will be married first; the other may make a wish which will come 
true. 
A wish made on a load of hay will come true. 
Getting out of bed left foot first will bring bad luck through the day. 
Breaking a mirror is a sign of death in the house within the year. 
If four hands are crossed, one of the persons will be married within 
If you have a ringing in your ears some one is talking of you. 
If your ear burns some one is thinking well of you. 
Sleep with a piece of wedding cake under your pillow #(three nights) 
your wish will come true; or, you will dream of your lover. 
Hallowe’en fancies are prophecies for the‘yoming year. 
In a bride’s wedding outfit there must be something old, something 
new, something borrowed, something blue.” 
Marrying on a rainy day is a sign of bad luck. 
In giving a pointed article give a penny with it or it may break 
the year. 
friendship. 
To  put on some one’s wedding ring is bad luck. 
T o  sneeze when you make a statement shows it is not true. 
To stub your left toe in going over a sill or up a stair is bad luck. 
If you fall upstairs you won’t be married this year. 
To  sit on a table is bad luck. 
If you find a coin head up it is bad luck. 
Marrying on the bride’s or groom’s birthday is bad luck. 
Marrying a person with your own initials is unlucky. 
If a baby cries a t  baptism it is lucky. 
May is an unlucky month. Do not marry in May. 
If you dream of snakes three nights in succession you have enemies. 
Sing before breakfast, you’ll cry before night. 
An umbrella raised in the house means death. 
Opals are unlucky. 
When you boast, knock on wood. 
Girl 5- 
Friday, the 13th, makes me rather uneasy. 
Girl 6- 
If by some chance a black cat wanders into the house, it means good 
luck. 
Breaking a mirror, seven years of bad luck. 
I have almost drowned twice, so I am afraid to go swimming. I am 
afraid the third time might be final. This is my most important one. 
Girl 7- 
I feel uncomfortable if a bird flies in a t  the window. 
I walk the same side of a post with a friend. 
My superstitions are all connected with snakes. 
Go back and stub your right one. 
Girl 8- 
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SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 449 
Girl g- 
I am superstitious about going under a ladder and about pictures f a d  
ing from the wali. 
Girl ID- 
I am superstitious about snakes and opals. I have certain beliefs 
about which I feel safer if I obey them, but I haven’t any real fear if 
I do not carry them out. 
Girl II- 
Snakes and monkeys make me sick. (So do Chinamen and Negroes. 
Cousins should not marry. 
Do not start on a journey on Friday. 
Do not put up a n  umbrella in the house. 
Do not awaken a person suddenly. 
I am afraid of strange old women. 
We laugh at  primitive man with his system of taboos and their attend- 
ant ceremonials, and his totemistic worship. We regard ,with half- 
scornful pity the half-civilized folk from whose simple minds the old 
superstitions and traditions have not yet vanished. And we look with 
tolerant amusement on the firm faith of little children in goblins and 
fairies, witches and giants, magic both black pnd white, and wishing 
rings. We think it a pretty show of innocence and credulit when the 
youngsters listen, open-eyed and open-hearted to stones of {ant, Claus 
and the Easter Rabbit. Immensely superior beings, we! Painfully 
cultured, impressively civilized, we cannot understand-so we say-the 
infantile simplicity of the hinds of primitive men, the more ignorant 
of the lower classes, and little children. How can people believe such 
nonsense? we say. 
The modern man or wqman is practical and common-sensible! 
Superstitious ? 
Not a bit of it! 
But ‘‘I haven’t had a cold all winte;; says A. 
Instantly, B. taps him on the a? Knock wood! ” he warns. 
And A. obediently knocks wood. I t  would be a shame to  break my 
record now,” he murmurs, in shamefaced apology. 
“ What are you going to wear to Edna’s this afternoon? ” 
‘‘I do$ know. What would you wear if you 
w y e  I?  
How about that blue foulard? It’s awfully becoming! ” 
“ M y  goodness! I want to have a good time at  Edna’s and 
I’m perfectly miserable when I wear that dress. It rains, o r  som:body 
spills something on it, or it gets torn. That dress is a hoodoo! 
Which settles the fate of the blue foulard. 
“Hanged if ever I take that fellow Jones anywhere again! ” 
“ W h  not? I thought he was a nice sort of chap.” 
‘I So ge is. I liAe Jones all right ; nice fellow and all that, but he’s 
a Jonah. First time I ever went out with him, it blew a gale, and I 
lost my new derby-blown away! Next time, I took him to the theatre 
-worst show I ever saw, or hope to see ! Yesterday, he and I went off 
for a time, and we were enjoying ourselves all right, when a pickpocket 
walked off with my watch and purse! Course I’m not b1ami;g Jones, 
nice fellow. Tisn’t his fault ; it’s just his luck. He’s a Jonah ! 
“ I  know. Yes, I know some people are like that.” 
‘ I  Gee ! ” says the baseball fan. “ If that feller’s goin’ to pitch, we 
“Can’t he pitch? 
B. FROM ONE GIRL’S NOTEBOOK 
I haven’t decided. 
No! 
mi ht as well get o t r  money back ! ” 
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450 SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 
“ Maybe. But he’s got a jinx, and every time they put him up, they 
lose. If he doesn’t get rid 0’ that jinx pretty soon, he’ll have to go 
back an’ be somebody’:, office-boy. The managers don’t want any one 
with a jinx like that! 
Girl I- C. “ MY SUPERSTITIONS ” 
Thirteen. 
Never watch people out of sight. 
Spilling salt. 
Knockmg on wood. 
Snakes-make me feel ill. 
See the new moon over my right shoulder. 
Wish bones. 
Counting funeral carriages. 
The following superstitions influence me enough to make me change 
I tap on wood after making a boast. 
Spilling salt makes me uneasy. 
I t  is bad luck to change an article of clothing put on wrong side out. 
Opals make me “feel creepy.” 
Posts between friends are unlucky. 
Snakes mean enemies. 
Knock on wood when you boast! 
Wish on an eyelash. 
Thunder and lightning make me very uneasy. 
Girl 4-1 am afraid of 
Breaking mirrors ; 
Spiders ; 
Thunder storms. 
Those instances among thousands show how far the sup- 
rior modern is free from superstition and taboo. People 
indignantly deny having the faintest trace of superstition. 
They think you are insulting their intelligence if you hint at 
any such tendency. Yet here follows a list of taboos, of this 
present day and generation-taboos which are not the eccen- 
tric fancies of a few, but which are generally observed by 
large numbers of people : 
I .  A silent wish on a passing load of hzy, or a piebald horse, will come 
true, if you look away immediately after wishing, and do not again 
(that day) see the hay or the horse. 
2. If you pick up a plain, or common, pin, you will have good luck 
for the rest of the day. If you let the pin lie, you will miss some oppor- 
tunity. 
3. Never open an umbrella or a parasol in the house. I t  means 
trouble ! 
4 Never put flowers down on a bed. A funeral will result shortly! 
5. Never watch a person till out of sight. I t  brings bad luck to you 
both ! 
6. If you receive a sharp or pointed gift, such as  a paper knife, pair 
of scissors, hat-pin, etc., give the giver a penny. If this excpngz  is 
not made, there is danger of your friendship being literally 
Girl 2- 
my way of doing things: 
Girl 3- 
I am afraid to wear them. 
Go around them. 
But pick up the pin only if the head is toward you. 
cut. 
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SUPERSTITIONS AMONG AMERICAN GIRLS 451 
7. Never tell a dream before breakfast. If you do, a good dream 
will not come true, and a bad one wdll 
8. Never sing before breakfast.,, It means sorrow ! 1“ Sing before 
breakfast, you’ll cry before night I 
9. It brings good luck to step up (or down) the last step of a flight 
of stairs with your right foot. 
10. If you spill salt at the table, pick up some and throw it over your 
left shoulder. This is to prevent your quarreling with anyone that day. 
11. Never leave a pair of scissors lylng open. It may result in your 
having a quarrel with some one ! 
Beside these generally-shared superstitions, of which a far 
longer list could easily have been made, there are individual 
superstitions and taboos, having a general resemblance, but 
differing with the person. For instance : 
Most people have “ lucky ” or “ unlucky ” days, years, 
articles of clothing or  jewelry, numbers, and so forth. Base- 
ball, football and other sports, have their mascots and their 
jinxes ; peopie are “ lucky,” or “ perfect Jonahs.” 
So the taboos pile up, and we find ourselves susceptible, 
like primitive man, to signs and omens. No longer can we 
look down on prehistoric man, or on the little children. They 
could, if they wished, look down on us, for they are not sup- 
posed or expected to know any better, and we lmel We may 
not worship a hideously carved totem pole, or wait till the full 
of the moon to go hunting, or forbear to touch certain trees, 
for fear of offending an evil spirit; but we all of us have 
a firm though often unwilling belief in our Destiny, or Fate, 
our Hoodoo, our Guardian Angel, or our Nemesis. 
A canvas by the writer of two hundred and eighty girls 
found ten free from the “13” superstition in some form. 
Some girls claim to have overcome it by “ making ‘ 13 ’ their 
lucky number.” The various forms of the “ 13 ” superstition, 
and “knocking on wood” to avoid the evil consequences of 
boastfulness seem the most prevalent in so far as the sense 
of necessity of avoidance goes. 
It seems quite evident from these examples given naively 
by American girls that our superstitious scruples “ still to 
some extent embody ancient taboo.” In many cases their sur- 
vival is of a semi-humorous character. They may check 
action, as in the case of “ Friday, the thirteenth.” But when 
they measure themselves against strong self-interest, the wane 
of their power is evident. They are strongest in childhood, 
in youth, and in the conserving atmosphere of home life; 
therefore, their interest to the psychologist and educator. 
We have today reached sufficient social self-consciousness to 
realize that superstitions put emphasis in the wrong places 
at an impressionable period, and furnish irrational regulations 
which interfere with freedom of development. 
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